
THE NATIONAL MEDICAL JOURNAL OF INDIA VOL. I5,NO. 1,2002

An Eye on the Web
41

CLINICAL PRACTICE GUIDELINES
Clinical practice guidelines are principles or guiding strategies
that specifically aim to improve patient care by maximizing
professional competency, while minimizing uncertainties and
exercising an element of cost control. In effect, guidelines are
endorsed by a national or regional medical or health organization,
professional society, government agency or expert panel, and are
designed to improve the quality of clinical decisions and to guide
medical practitioners to the best practice in particular fields of
medicine. Clinical guidelines exist in various modes such as
standards, protocols, consensus documents, algorithms, decision
support systems, etc.

The important factors that influence the crafting of clinical
guidelines include the identification of critical areas in clinical
practice that need guidelines; the competency, experience and
disposition of the people or agency creating them; their validity,
evaluation and review by a multidisciplinary team; their dissemi-
nation and implementation at a national or a local area and
importantly, a knowledge of the 'ever present' potential harm to
patients, healthcare professionals and healthcare systems.

A few useful sites on clinical guidelines are reviewed here. An
ideal starting point is undoubtedly the specific articles featured at
the 'Education and Debate' section from the BMJ, broadly retriev-
able from http://bmj.comlcgi!collectionlguidelines. Within this
set, in particular, there are four decisive articles on the develop-
ment and use of clinical guidelines: Clinical guidelines: the
hidden costs; Potential benefits, limitations, and harms of clinical
guidelines; Developing guidelines; and Using clinical guidelines.

How to Use a Clinical Practice Guideline at http://
www.cche.net/usersguides/guideline.asp is a instructive guide
on the applications of guidelines in practice. The material com-
piled by Hayward et al. begins with a clinical problem, proceeds
with a search and discusses the recommendations as well as
resolution of the problem. The material is based on users' guides
to evidence-based medicine and has been reproduced from JAMA.

The National Guideline Clearinghouse (NGC) at http://
www.guideline.gov/index.asp is a public resource for evidence-
based clinical practice guidelines. NGC is a 'comprehensive
database of evidence-based clinical practice guidelines and re-
lated documents produced by the Agency for Healthcare Research
and Quality (AHRQ), in partnership with the American Medical
Association (AMA) and the American Association of Health
Plans (AAHP).' A basic search box and a detailed search facility
are the principal tools for obtaining detailed information on
clinical practice guidelines. Besides, there are structured abstracts
about the guideline; a utility for comparing attributes of two or
more guidelines side-by-side; highlighting areas of similarity and
difference; links to full-text guidelines, where available, and/or
ordering information for print copies.

Health Services Technology Assessment Texts (HST AT) at
http://hstat.nlm.nih.govlis a 'free, web-based resource that pro-
vides access to full-text documents useful for providing health
information and for healthcare decision-making'. HSTAT pro-
vides access to a wide variety of publications, including clinical
practice guidelines, quick-reference guides for clinicians, con-
sumer health brochures, evidence reports and technology assess-
ments from AHRQ. HSTAT additionally provides links to exter-
nal databases including the National Library of Medicine' s (NLM)

PubMed, the Centers for Disease Control (CDq and Prevention
Guidelines Database and NGC.

The American College of Physicians-American Society of
Internal Medicine (ACP-ASIM) has a programme called the
Clinical Efficacy Assessment Project that develops clinical prac-
tice guidelines. The ACP-ASIM guidelines' website accessible at
http://www.acponline.org/sci-policy/guidelines/index.htmlcovers
many areas of internal medicine. The unique feature of the ACP-
ASIM guidelines is that they are essentially 'evidence-based' on
highest quality scientific evidence. Recently released guidelines
include 'The appropriate use of antibiotics'. An interesting feature
on 'Clinical practice guidelines: Friend or foe?' is also available.

The clinical practice guidelines from the Canadian Medical
Association is accessible at http://www.cma.calcmaj/guidelines.
htm. The site commences with an interesting section featuring the
'most requested guidelines' . The guidelines cover a range of topics
from AIDS through coronary disease to tuberculosis. For the latest
Canadian clinical practice guidelines-those available on eCMAJ
and those found elsewhere on the web-the CMA Infobase at http:/
/mdm.calcpgsnew!cpgs/index.asp is also useful.

From the School of Medicine at the University College of
San Francisco is a collection of primary care clinical practice
guidelines. Available at http://medicine.ucsfedu/resources/
guidelines/, the guidelines have been categorized into special-
ties such as infectious diseases, cancer and neoplasms, endo-
crine, metabolic, nutritional, allergic, nervous system and eye,
cardiovascular and respiratory systems, gastrointestinal and
genitourinary systems, etc. BC Cancer Agency Cancer Guide-
lines are available at http://www.bccancer.bc.cai. The guide-
lines include those for cancer management encompassing a
variety of tumours. Similarly, Inventory ofInternational Can-
cer Clinical Practice Guidelines at http://hiru.mcmaster.cal
ccopgi/inventory.html and National Comprehensive Cancer
Network (NCCN) at http://www.nccn.org/patient-fJuidelines/
breast_cancerlbreast/Pagel.htm are other useful sites.

The CDC Guidelines at http://www.phppo.cdc.gov/
CDCrecommends/AdvSearchV.asp is a set of 'up-to-date and
archived guidelines and recommendations approved by the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention for the prevention and control
of disease, injuries, and disabilities'. The CDC guidelines essen-
tially 'contain published advice about the appropriateness of taking
some action to prevent or ameliorate the consequences of a public
health problem in a defined population' . There are also links to the
Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, Biosafety Docu-
ments, IDV/AIDS, Infectious Diseases and Tuberculosis.

Finally, a series of useful links to clinical guidelines are
available from Medic 8 at http://www.medic8.com/
ClinicaIGuidelines.htm, Exeter Medical Library Guidelines
Links at http://www.ex.ac.ukllibrary/eml/guidelin.html. Univer-
sity of Washington Health Links to Guidelines at http://
health links.washington. edulclinical/guidelines.html and Boston
University Medical Centre at http://med-Iibwww.bu.edullibrary/
clinprac. html

POTPOURRI
Clinical Trials.gov is accessible at http://clinicaltrials.gov/and
provides information about studies to evaluate the safety and
effectiveness of new drugs, medical procedures, or other means of
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treating, diagnosing or preventing disease. Launched in February
2000 to establish a registry of clinical trials for both federally and
privately funded trials of experimental treatments for serious or
life-threatening diseases or conditions, this website currently
contains approximately 5700 sponsored clinical studies. The site
has been developed by the US National Institutes of Health (NIH),
through its National Library of Medicine (NLM), in collaboration
with all NIH institutes and the Federal Drug Administration
(FDA). This site can be searched by a basic trial search or by
specific focused search of disease, location, treatment or sponsor.
Additional links to 'Understanding clinical trials', MEDLINE
plus, NIH Health Information and Healthfinder are also available.

For those interested in browsing medical journals, the Free
Medical Journals Site at http://www.freemedicaljoumals.coml
is worth a close look. It is generally believed that access to free
scientific and medical knowledge will have a major impact on
medical practice. The Free Medical Journals Site is 'dedicated to
the promotion of free access to medical journals over the Internet'
and has a listing of all free full-text journals sorted by specialty and
alphabetically. Besides these features, there are other sections such
as journal alert and free journal lists, which link journals that are
available free for 1-6 months, 1 year and 2 years after publication.

The Johns Hopkins University has a useful site on infectious
diseases. This site, which is available at http://www.hopkins-
id.edu/, has a case rounds section, besides useful material on
tuberculosis, hepatitis and travel medicine. A handy antibiotic
guide is available at http://hopkins-abxguide.org/wheremultiple
searches can be done by antibiotic, pathogen or diagnosis. The
antibiotic guide is a 'decision support tool intended to provide
clinicians with concise, digested, timely information about the
diagnosis and treatment of infectious diseases'.

Google is emerging as the largest, fastest and most straightfor-
ward search engine on the web, continually innovating its search
capabilities, which are principally based on a unique page rank
algorithm. Available at http://www.google.com.this search en-
gine was developed in September 1998 by Larry Page and Sergey
Brin, as a Stanford University project. Incidentally, Google, a play
on the word googol-the number 1 followed by 100 zeros-now
has a diverse collection of searchable documents including web
pages, images, and a 20-year archive of newsgroup conversations
via Google Groups. Recently, this popular search engine has
added special enhancements which include the Interface Lan-
guage Display that offers Google tips and messages in eight
Indian languages, a 'download to install' Google Toolbar at
http://toolbar.google.comlwhich integrates this popular search
engine to internet explorer with a single click, and an Advanced
Image Search Page at http://images.google.com which searches
images by file type or colour. In addition, Google File Type
Search has stretched out the number of non-htrnl file type searches
to 12 file formats. These include Adobe Acrobat PDF (.pdf),
Microsoft Word (.doc), Microsoft Powerpoint (.ppt) and other
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formats that can be exclusively searched by prefixing a search with
inurl:pdf or inurl:doc or inurl:ppt.

Organising Medical Networked Information (OMNI) at
http://omni.ac.uk/ 'offers free access to a searchable catalogue of
internet sites covering health and medicine'. In essence, this site
is a guide to quality internet resources in health and medicine.
Created by a core team of information specialists and subject
experts from the University of Nottingham Greenfield Medical
Library, in partnership with key organizations throughout the UK,
OMNI is 'a gateway to evaluated, quality internet resources in
health and medicine, aimed at students, researchers, academics
and practitioners in the health and medical sciences'. From the
main page one can access a host of databases that comprises in
particular Bioresearch-a searchable catalogue of internet sites

. covering the biological and biomedical sciences, genetics, bio-
technology, virology, biochemistry and molecular biology.

Meducation at http://www.meducation.comlindex.html is a
web medical education resource site. It is 'a non-profit organiza-
tion created to make medical education more efficient and fun for
both educators and students' . One of its main goals is to provide
efficient links to the vast amount of medical information with
educational value available on the internet. The website has many
sections such as interactive cases, patient information, journals,
internet resources, organizations, medical news, kids' medica-
tion, references and medical student resources. A special page on
Meducation Top 100 education sites is accessible at http://
www.meducation.comlmeducation.asp.

The BMJ has a web repository of Theme issues. The first
among the distinctive theme issues was in 1996 marking the fiftieth
anniversary of the Nuremberg doctors' trial and, ever since, nearly
40 theme issues have been published, covering a wide range of
topics. The selection of topics for themes has been derived from a
poll registered by readers as well as members of the British Medical
Association, reflecting the journal's commitment 'to be responsive
to readers' wants and needs'. Some recent theme specials include
Men's health, Managing chronic diseases, Healthofthe excluded,
Apoptosis: programmed cell death, Genetics: delivering the
dreams?, Integrated medicine: orthodox meets alternative, Millen-
nium festival of medicine and global health research. The Special
Theme Issues of the BM] are available at http://bmj.comlcollec-
tions/specials.shtml. Correspondingly, the Archive of Special
Theme Issues are available at http://bmj.com!Coliections/
specials99. shtml and http://bmj. comlcollections/specials98. shtml.
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